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Introduction

It has long been recognized that grieving, or in psychoanalytic terms, the work of mourning, forms a
central theme in both the life and fiction of Constance Fenimore Woolson.! Yet no one to date in print? has
attempted to apply a psychoanalytic model based on Melanie Klein to understand how this work of grieving
shapes her fiction. Today, looking at “Neptune’s Shore,” first published in1888, but included in the posthu-
mous collection of her short fiction, The Front Yard and Other Stories (1895), I will try to sketch out is how
Klein’s theories may illumine Woolson’s transformation of her own mourning into fiction. This story, I will
argue, is Woolson’s fictional working through of her grief over her brother’s recent death as well as the grief
it reawakened over her mother’s death. The work of mourning the story performs, I will argue, helps explain
the sketchy presentation of the romantic triangle in it as well as the peculiar doubling of sibling- and mother-
figures which people the landscape of this story. It also helps account for the story’s desire to ennoble the
American mother whose disturbed son has made her life one long misery. If the story is not wholly an artistic
success from the point of view of realism, in the light of another aesthetic, Woolson gets at something very
deep: murderous sibling rivalry, agonizing guilt, and grief, and finally, the working through to a resolution,
which as in normal mourning, allows for the restoration of the lost love object in the inner world.

The Death of a Brother

Significantly, Woolson sets this story in one of the most beautiful places she had ever seen, the so-called
“ruins” at Paestum, among the most important sites for the ancient Greek civilization in which she was
deeply interested: “I was not in the least disappointed in my first sight of the Greek columns,” she wrote in a
letter dated March 2, 1882, on her visit to the site in Southern Italy, going on to add, “indeed, the Temple of
Neptune seemed to me the most perfect building I have ever seen.. ... I mean, in pure simple beauty.” I will
return to these “ruins” which Woolson found to be not ruins at all, but “perfectly preserved,” as a key symbol
in the story’s work of mourning; for the moment, it is important that her first encounter with them occurred
three years after her mother’s death had freed her to go to Europe, and only a year before she received the
dreadful news of the death of her younger brother, Charly, in California. The little that is known of him
suggests he suffered terribly and met a violent death-possibly suicide, and likely he was alcohol- or drug-
addicted.

According to letters Joan Weimer unearthed, the shock of that death, Woolson wrote, “made me suffer
more than I have ever suffered in my life.” The news of his death together with the diary of his preceding
suffering sent Woolson into a deep depression, and although it is impossible to know the exact date of com-
position, it appears that “Neptune’s Shore” was composed in the wake of Woolson’s mourning for her only
brother. Moreover, it seems clear that her brother’s death-as Klein says all great griefs do-reactivated not
only ancient emotions that belong to early childhood, but also stirred feelings anew about the loss of her
mother. ’

Indeed, her brother and mother were already powerfully linked in Woolson’s consciousness; Weimer
speculates that her extreme-and given the fact that she hadn’t seen him in 15 years—somewhat surprising—
reaction to Charly’s death is owing to her intense guilt over jealousy of her brother’s place in her mother’s
affections. She quotes Woolson’s letter about how this “prodigal”son seems always to have overshadowed his
sister’s efforts to support their widowed mother; in Woolson’s own words, her mother’s “whole happiness—
even her life, I might almost say, depends and always has depended upon how Charly is, and how he feels. I
spend my whole time trying to keep her well and comfortable; but it is of no use if she thinks Charly is in
trouble.” Weimer believes Woolson confronted in herself the most violent form of sibling rivalry: she wanted
her brother dead, but when he really died, she felt like a murderer.

Although I think Weimer’s insight into Woolson’s destructive guilt over such feelings is exactly right,I do
not agree that it was likely that she consciously acknowledged them. Klein’s theory of the “infant depressive
position” holds that one of the earliest emotions humans feel is the fear of losing one’s mother; these fears
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